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THE STRUGGLE BETWEEN THE NATURAL 

AND THE SPIRITUAL ORDER AS DE 

SCRIBED IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

III. THE EARLY TRIUMPH OF THE 
SPIRITUAL ORDER 



SHAILER MATHEWS 



The narrative contained in the first 
four chapters of the Gospel of John 
describes the triumphal progress of the 
spiritual order as seen in Jesus' dealings 
with individuals. It is as if the author 
were writing an illustrative commentary 
upon the text: "To as many as received 
him, to them gave he power to become 
the Children of God." In this period 
the conflict between Jesus and the Jews 
has not developed and his message of life 
finds ready response from individuals. 
The motif as it were of the approaching 
conflict is, however, suggested by the 
account of the cleansing of the temple 
which is located by the Synoptists in the 
last week of his ministry. To under- 
stand the fourth Gospel, one must be an 
interpreter rather than a critic, but this 
transposition can hardly be overlooked 
in a preliminary study of the material. 
On general historical as well as critical 
grounds, the probability is that this 
arrangement is due to a chronological 
presupposition as to the relation of Jesus' 
ministry to the Jewish feasts. A break 
in unity is to be seen in the fact that 
the remainder of the fourth chapter 
shows Jesus winning individuals, and 
incidentally, groups of Galileans and 
Samaritans. In the account of the 
cleansing of the temple, however, Jesus 
is clearly attacking a party of the Jews, 



and is setting up his authority over 
against the authority of the temple-party 
before the real contest between himself 
and the Jews has developed. The event 
belongs more properly where Tatian and 
the synoptic writers placed it, at the end 
of his ministry when the struggle of Jesus 
with the religious leaders of his people 
reaches its climax. 

If one looks carefully at these four 
chapters, a common element will be 
found running through them all, viz., 
the power of Jesus as the representative 
of the spiritual life to bring regenerating 
power, eternal life, to typical individuals. 
This begetting of the spiritual life is 
made possible through the immediate 
response of the individuals to Jesus con- 
ceived of in terms of messianic value. 
The only case of apparent failure is that 
of Nicodemus. This failure enables the 
evangelist to draw sharply again the 
difference between the spiritual and 
natural orders, and call attention to the 
fact that only those who are morally at 
one with God can partake in the trans- 
formation which Jesus demands. In 
these four chapters Jesus gathers those 
disciples who were to be most intimately 
associated with him in his struggle with 
the Jews and the "world." And in them 
he shows that to give the messianic 
valuation to Jesus is to do more than to 
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exhibit a faith in the fulfilment of an 
ethnic hope; it is to give loyalty to the 
spiritual realities revealed in the Logos. 

1. The Triumph over John the Baptist 

The first triumph of the spiritual 
order as set forth by Jesus is in the case 
of no less than John the Baptist. The 
prologue and the opening verses of the 
Gospel compel us to believe that the 
loyalty of John was something more than 
merely thoughtless response. Through- 
out the Gospel, John is represented as 
being overcome as it were by a per- 
ception of the transcendent spiritual 
value of Jesus, while he, John, is of the 
earth. He is witness to the Coming One, 
the Christ. His reply to the Jews is 
skilfully introduced to represent his 
lowliness as compared to the spiritual 
majesty of Jesus. Therein the evan- 
gelist draws a sharp difference between 
the consummation of religious evolution 
on the one side, and the descent of a 
spiritual being into human experience 
on the other. 

Another significant thing is that John 
recognizes Jesus in terms of "The Lamb 
of God." The difficulties in taking this 
as a literal, historical report have been 
obvious to all students of the Gospel; 
but from the point of view of the present 
study, such difficulties do not appear. 
The evangelist intends that his readers 
shall see that John recognizes by spiritual 
revelation the fact that Jesus was the 
Messiah, but not the messianic revolu- 
tionist that so many of the Jews ex- 
pected. Later he develops the danger 
which the revolutionary messianism 
presents to the really spiritual mission of 
the Christ. But in the opening verses 
he puts into John's mouth the genuinely 



spiritual, non-political interpretation of 
the messianic calling of Jesus. He is the 
Lamb of God that takes away the sin of 
the world. Such an interpretation could 
hardly be possible except in the second 
generation of Christian believers, and it 
is as a dramatic interpretation of the 
evangelist rather than as a cold historical 
fact, that the words must be understood. 
The evangelist represents John as 
accounting for the messianic dignity of 
Jesus by the descent of the Spirit upon 
him, and he accounts for John's under- 
standing of the messianic power of Jesus 
by a similar spiritual illumination on his 
part. Thus the approach to the entire 
drama of Jesus' life is through the phil- 
osophy of the prologue to the effect that 
the spiritual and sensitive soul responds 
to the spiritual revelation contained in 
Jesus because the Logos gives him power. 
The representatives of the natural order, 
who are in sympathy with the spiritual, 
reach up to and meet the representative 
of the spiritual order as he comes down 
to them. As the apostle goes on later to 
say, the one who ascended to the throne 
of messianic dignity is the one who 
descended to bring light to the world. 
Messianism is thus interpreted in terms 
of non-ethnic religious aspiration and 
spiritual influence. John the Messianic 
Voice becomes John the Witness to 
Spirituality. 

2. The Conquest of Those Already 

Committed to the Messianic 

Expectation 

The Gospel follows a natural historical 
development in relating how the first 
disciple of Jesus came to him from John 
in response to the latter's spiritual 
characterization of the Master. In the 
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succession of conversions, however, there 
is the steady increase in difficulty; the 
original disciples, James and John, 
require no argument but come directly to 
Jesus. The third convert, Peter, is 
reached by his brother and acknowledges 
the messianic characterization of Jesus 
promptly. Philip is found by Jesus and 
obeys his command to follow him. 
Nathaniel, however, hesitates with the 
objection that Nazareth is not the place 
from which the prophecy of messianic 
deliverance is to be fulfilled, but as an 
Israelite "without guile" gives his 
allegiance to Jesus after Jesus has dis- 
closed his knowledge of the work of the 
guileless mind. 

When, however, the narrative passes 
from the acquisition of these simple- 
minded messianists to the problem of 
winning over their religious teachers, the 
evangelist clearly points out the difficulty 
which Jesus experienced in getting a fair- 
minded messianist of the Pharisaic type 
to realize the spiritual content of his 
hope. 

Nicodemus is evidently intended to 
be a type of a Pharisee of the better class; 
one in whom the messianic hope over- 
weighs the devotion to old traditions; 
yet the entire point of the narrative of 
his visit to Jesus swings around the 
difficulty which he, a teacher of Israel, 
has in appreciating the difference be- 
tween the Kingdom of God according to 
the Jewish people's expectation even 
though it might be described in the 
Apocalypse, and the Kingdom of God as 
the spiritual order which was being intro- 
duced by Jesus. He cannot understand 
the very fundamental conception of 
Jesus, that entrance into the Kingdom 
of God is based not on Jewish descent 



but on being born from above, that is, 
through a spiritual change. For that 
reason Jesus declares that it is impossible 
for him to explain the nature of the 
Kingdom of God in detail. The repre- 
sentative of the spiritual order can dis- 
close the nature and laws of that order 
only to those who are themselves 
spiritual in sympathies and life. Jesus 
has no teaching for the materialist 
whether his materialism be that of the 
gross man, or of the externally religious 
man. 

This impossibility which Jesus finds in 
teaching Nicodemus becomes the point 
of departure for one of the profoundest 
discussions in the Gospel. In this the 
contrast and the incompatibility of the 
two orders in life are reiterated and 
explained. The messianic expectation 
too, when not given spiritual valuation, 
is shown to be a hindrance to the 
acceptance of Jesus in his real capacity as 
the revealer of the spiritual universe. 

3. The Samaritan Woman 

While it is true that Nicodemus is not 
controversial but struck by spiritual 
blindness, born into an externalized 
religion, the anecdote is an intimation as 
to the difficulty and controversy which 
await the Messiah as the revealer of 
spiritual truth. As a contrast to this 
difficulty, and as an indication of the ease 
with which a truer spiritual conception 
of the Messiah can be gained, is the story 
of Jesus' dealings with the Samaritan 
woman. The Samaritan messianic ex- 
pectation, so far as we can get at it, was 
prophetic rather than kingly. As the 
woman said, the Samaritans believed 
that when the Messiah came he would 
reveal all truth. The conversation 
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which Jesus has with the woman is very 
skilfully directed to show the hindrance 
of material forms of thought in spiritual 
thinking. Full of tact as the approach 
of Jesus to the woman's prejudice is, the 
story makes it sufficiently obvious that 
as long as he converses in the plane of 
sensible objects like the well and water, 
he makes no advance into the spiritual 
field. When, however, he abruptly ap- 
peals to the woman's moral (or immoral) 
career, she is at once aroused. Even his 
marvelous words about the spiritual 
dwelling-place of God do not affect her so 
profoundly. It is as if the evangelist 
would have us infer that consistent as 
was the revelation of Jesus with the true 
philosophy of God's spiritual nature and 
the spiritual universe, the real entrance 
into the spiritual order is not through 
philosophy but through a moral awaken- 
ing. Therein, of course, the evangelist 
reproduces the heart of the teaching of 
Jesus as recorded in the synoptics. Once 
more as in the incident of Nicodemus, he 
reiterates the characteristic teaching of 
Jesus that the spiritual order is not to be 



entered through the gateway of formal 
religion, and the insistence of Paul that 
philosophy is as equally impossible. 
Only through the exercise of a profoundly 
moral faith can man pass from the world 
of the flesh into the world of the spirit. 

These anecdotes thus outline the 
fundamental conceptions which appear 
and reappear throughout the entire 
Gospel. The spiritual order is to be 
apprehended only by those who are 
morally sympathetic with its essential 
nature. Even those filled with the 
messianic expectation cannot approach 
it without abandoning all materialistic 
messianism even though it be as refined 
as that of the Pharisees. God himself is 
to be met only in the realm of spirit 
without the aid of a localized cult. The 
moral attitude of devotion and loyalty is 
indispensable. To those who thus are 
like children, the spiritual order of the 
Kingdom of God is always open. To all 
others it is closed. And in this fact lies 
the explanation of the bitter conflict into 
which the succeeding chapters trace 
Jesus' life. 



A STUDENT'S CONFESSION OF FAITH 



PHILIP GEORGE VAN ZANDT, D.B. 
Fond du Lac, Wisconsin 



I am a young man with my life 
before me. Why am I alive? What 
shall I live for ? Is there any meaning 
in life ? Why was I born ? Why at this 
particular time ? Is it all an accident of 
nature or is there some purpose in it ? 



These questions thrust themselves 
upon me for an answer. I do not want 
to live if my life is without any signifi- 
cance. I see no need of assuming for a 
moment that it is without significance. 
I see no need of assuming that the 



